Eating behavior and plasma beta-endorphin in bulimia.
To study the possible role of plasma beta-endorphin in bulimia, we measured plasma beta-endorphin immunoreactivity in 34 female patients with normal-weight bulimia and 34 normal female controls matched for weight as percent of ideal. Plasma beta-endorphin immunoreactivity in bulimics (mean 59.6 pg/ml; SEM 5.6) was significantly lower (p less than 0.05) than in controls (mean 79.5 pg/ml; SEM 8.5). Within the bulimic group, plasma beta-endorphin immunoreactivity correlated inversely with severity of bulimic symptomatology as measured by the Eating Attitudes Test Bulimia Subscale (p less than 0.05). Endorphin level did not correlate with severity of depression or with percent ideal body weight. Abnormalities in opioid metabolism may be implicated in eating disorders and account for the addictive properties of these disorders.